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demonstrated extraordinary courage and deter-
mination to pull their country out of crisis and
to chart a new course toward a democratic fu-
ture. They were supported by the leadership of
Interim President General Sekouba Konate,
who has focused intensely and urgently on tran-
sitioning the country to civilian rule. The Unit-
ed States joined other members of the interna-
tional community, including the African Union
and ECOWAS, in supporting these elections,
but it was the Guinean Government, the elec-
toral commission, civil society, the political par-
ty leadership, and the people of Guinea who

made it succeed. Indeed, the character and re-
silience of the Guinean people in claiming their
democratic rights sends a powerful message
around the world.

The people of Guinea now have an opportu-
nity to build on this historic achievement as
they move toward a second round of voting. I
urge all parties in Guinea to continue to choose
the rule of law and peaceful political participa-
tion over ethnic division and violence. They can
continue to count on the support of the United
States as they move forward.

Interview With Yonit Levi of Israel’s Channel 2 News
July 7, 2010

Ms. Levi. President Barack Obama, shalom,
and thank you so much for talking with us to-
day.

The President. Thank you. Thank you very
much.

Outlook for Middle East Peace

Ms. Levi. I’d like to actually open up by ask-
ing you about hope, which was such a promi-
nent notion in your campaign and in your Presi-
dency. And how can you convey that concept of
hope to Israelis, who’ve seen so many failed at-
tempts at a peace process?

The President. Well, look, it’s always a chal-
lenge. And one of the things I used to say dur-
ing the campaign, but also at the beginning of
my Presidency, is, being hopeful is not the same
as being blindly optimistic. I think you have to
be clear eyed about the situation. And Israelis
rightly look at the past and have skepticism
about what’s possible. They see the enmity of
neighbors that surround them in a very tough
neighborhood. They see a track record of at-
tempts at peace where, even when concessions
were made, a deal could not be consummated.
They see rockets fired from Gaza or from areas
in Lebanon and say to themselves that the ha-
treds or history are so deep-seated that change
is not possible.

And yet if you think back to the founding of
Israel, there were a lot of people who thought

that that wasn’t possible either. And if Herzl or
Ben-Gurion were looking at Israel today, they
would be astonished at what they saw: a country
that’s vibrant, that is growing economically at a
extraordinary pace, that has overcome not just
security challenges, but also has been able to
overcome challenges related to geography. And
so that should be a great source of hope.

Middle East Peace Process

Ms. Levi. Is a peace agreement, in your opin-
ion—can—it can be reached in the first term of
your Presidency?

The President. I think so. I had an excellent
meeting with Prime Minister Netanyahu. And I
think that he is somebody who understands that
we’ve got a fairly narrow window of opportuni-
ty. On the Palestinian side, moderates like Abu
Mazen and Fayyad are, I think, willing to make
the concessions and engage in negotiations that
can result in peace. But their timeframe in pow-
er may be limited if they aren’t able to deliver
for their people.

There’s a constant contest between moder-
ates and rejectionists within the Arab world.
And then there’s the demographic challenges
that Israel is going to be facing if it wants to re-
main not only a Jewish state but a democratic
state. So you look at all these pressures and you
say to yourself, we probably won’t have a better
opportunity than we have right now. And that
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has to be seized. Now, it’s going to be wrench-
ing. It’s going to be difficult.

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu of Israel

Ms. Levi. Do you believe Benjamin Netanya-
hu is the right man? You believe that he can
bring peace?

The President. I think that not only is Prime
Minister Netanyahu a smart and savvy politi-
cian, but the fact that he is not perceived as a
dove in some ways can be helpful in the sense
that any successful peace will have to include
the hawks and the doves on both sides. And in
the same way that Richard Nixon here in the
United States was able to go to China because
he had very strong anti-Communist credentials,
I think Prime Minister Netanyahu may be very
well positioned to bring this about. And in our
conversations yesterday, I had the impression
that Prime Minister Netanyahu isn’t interested
in just occupying a space, a position, but he’s in-
terested in being a statesman and putting his
country on a more secure track.

So I hope that opportunity is seized. But ulti-
mately, one of the things you learn very quickly,
whether you’re President or a Prime Minister,
is that your power derives from the people. And
it goes back to your first question: The Israeli
people are going to have to overcome legitimate
skepticism, more-than-legitimate fears, in order
to get a change that I think will secure Israel for
another 60 years.

Israel-U.S. Relations

Ms. Levi. You know, you met with him on
Tuesday, and you both said that the meeting
was excellent. And you know, perfect photo—
an idyllic photo notwithstanding, it wasn’t exact-
ly—hasn’t exactly been smooth sailing in your
relationship so far.

The President. Well, some of this has been
greatly overstated. I mean, the last time that the
Prime Minister came here, we had a terrific
meeting. It was so good that it spilled over. And
the reports then came out that somehow I had
snubbed the Prime Minister, when in fact what
had happened was the Prime Minister was in-
terested and eager enough in working out some

issues that he wanted to convene with his team,
and then I came back and we had this meeting.
That——

Ms. Levi. And the fact that there was no—
there were no briefings, no photo ops in that
meeting, it doesn’t——

The President. Well, I mean, all of that fed
this impression that somehow there were more
strains than there were.

Now, I don’t want to be disingenuous. There
have been differences. I think that our view on
settlements, for example, is consistent with all
previous U.S. administrations. But the fact of
the matter is, is that that view was always voiced
not in the spirit of trying to undermine Israel’s
security, but to strengthen it. Because we be-
lieve strongly that if we can achieve calm on the
ground that will help in the negotiations that
lead to peace. And in fact, the moratorium
that’s been in place, I think, has been conducive
to us rebuilding trust on all sides. And as a con-
sequence, I’m more optimistic about the ability
to get into direct talks.

Middle East Peace Process

Ms. Levi. Will you, by the way, extend—re-
quest that Israel extends that settlement freeze
after September?

The President. You know, what I want is for
us to get into direct talks. Now, as I said yester-
day, I think that if you have direct talks between
Abu Mazen, Netanyahu, their teams, that builds
trust. And trust then allows for both sides to not
be so jumpy or paranoid about every single
move that’s being made, whether it’s related to
Jerusalem or any of the other issues that have to
be dealt with, because people feel as if there’s a
forum in which conflicts can get resolved. And
the problem, what we’ve had over the last sev-
eral years is just a constant erosion of trust that
has been counterproductive.

Israel-U.S. Relations

Ms. Levi. Now, I must ask you this, Mr. Pres-
ident. There are people in Israel who are anx-
ious about you——

The President. Right.
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Ms. Levi. ——and who—you know, I’m
quoting their sentiments—feel like you don’t
have a special connection to Israel. How do you
respond to that?

The President. Well, it’s interesting, this is
the thing that actually surfaced even before I
was elected President, in some of the talk that
was circulating within the Jewish American
community. Ironically, I’ve got a Chief of Staff
named Rahm Israel Emanuel. My top political
adviser is somebody who’s a descendent of Ho-
locaust survivors. My closeness to the Jewish
American community was probably what pro-
pelled me to the U.S. Senate.

And my not just knowledge but sympathy
and identification with the Jewish experience is
rooted in part because of the historic connec-
tion between the African American freedom
movement here in the United States and the
civil rights efforts of Jewish Americans and
some of the same impulses that led to the cre-
ation of Israel.

And so I think what this arises from—some
of it may just be the fact that my middle name is
Hussein, and that creates suspicion. Some of it
may have to do with the fact that I have actively
reached out to the Muslim community, and I
think that sometimes, particularly in the Middle
East, there’s the feeling of the friend of my ene-
my must be my enemy. And the truth of the
matter is, is that my outreach to the Muslim
community is designed precisely to reduce the
antagonism and the dangers posed by a hostile
Muslim world to Israel and to the West.

Ms. Levi. So that fear, the tangible fear that
some Israelis have that their best ally in the
world might abandon them is——

The President. Yes, well, it’s pretty hard to
square with the fact that not only have I, in ev-
ery speech that I’ve ever given, talked about the
unbreakable bond to Israel, not only did I de-
scribe that special relationship and condemn
those who would try to drive a rift between us in
Cairo in front of a Muslim audience, but if you
look at our actions—and Prime Minister Netan-
yahu will confirm this, and even critics, I think,
will have to confirm that the United States, un-
der my administration, has provided more secu-

rity assistance to Israel than any administration
in history. And we’ve got greater security coop-
eration between our two countries than at any
time in our history. And the single most impor-
tant threat to Israel, Iran and its potential pos-
session of a nuclear weapon, has been my num-
ber-one foreign policy priority over the course
of the last 18 months. So it’s hard to, I think,
look at that track record and look at my public
statements and in any way think that my pas-
sions for Israel’s survival, its security, and its
people are in any way diminished.

Iran

Ms. Levi. You mentioned Iran, and obviously,
you instituted tough sanctions against Iran. You
said that with the meeting with Netanyahu.
How long are you going to give the Iranian
President, and what are you willing to do if he
continues with his nuclear program?

The President. Well, what I’ve said consis-
tently is, is that it is unacceptable for Iran to
possess a nuclear weapon, that we’re going to
do everything we can to prevent that from hap-
pening. What I’ve also tried to do is build a in-
ternational consensus so that Iran can’t some-
how play a victim, can’t suggest somehow that
they’re being singled out by the West. They are
the only country that has not been able to con-
vince the International Atomic Energy Agency
that they are pursuing nuclear power for peace-
ful means. It’s not hard to do, but they haven’t
been able to do it because all indicators are that
they are in fact pursuing a nuclear weapon.

So we just pursued the toughest sanctions
that have ever been applied against the Iranian
Government. We followed those up with U.S.
sanctions that are going to be tough. Allies and
partners are following up with those sanctions.
We want to continually ratchet up the costs of
them pursuing this nuclear program. 

Now, will that work? We don’t know. And we
are going to continue to keep the door open for
a diplomatic resolution of this challenge. But I
assure you that I have not taken options off the
table.



July 8 / Administration of Barack Obama, 2010

1030

Israel-U.S. Relations

Ms. Levi. Are you concerned that Prime
Minister Netanyahu might try unilaterally to at-
tack Iran?

The President. You know what? I think that
the relationship that—the U.S. and Israel is suf-
ficiently strong that neither of us try to surprise
each other, but we try to coordinate on issues of
mutual concern. And that approach is one that I
think Prime Minister Netanyahu is committed
to.

The Presidency/President’s Historical Significance

Ms. Levi. You know, I must ask you—I was—
forgive me for getting nostalgic—I was here—
well, not here—in Chicago the night of the
election. And I remember seeing that great
mass of people and looking at them and looking
at you and thinking, there is no man on Earth
that is capable of living up to those expectations.
[Laughter] Do you feel that burden every day?

The President. Oh, absolutely. Look, our
campaign, I think, became a repository for a lot
of hopes and a lot of dreams, and I think that’s a
good thing. But we understood that governance
is different from campaigning. It’s hard. It’s
complicated. It involves making choices, some
of them not very attractive choices, and that at
any given stage, there are going to be some peo-
ple who are disappointed.

But what keeps me hopeful is not any over-
sized view of my own capabilities; what keeps
me hopeful is that the more I meet people here
in this country, the more I meet people abroad,
the more convinced I am that there is a com-
mon humanity, a common set of aspirations that
people have for their children. I think there’s a
core decency to people that sometimes history,
institutions, lack of opportunity prevent from
being realized, and that the general trajectory of
history is in a positive direction. But it takes
time. And so my job is to do my small part to
move the ball forward. 

One of my favorite phrases is from Martin
Luther King, who said, “The arc of the moral
universe is long, but it bends towards justice.”
And I believe that. And I think that that’s con-
summate with Jewish traditions, that sense that

if we are working hard, if we apply the princi-
ples of tikkun and repairing the world, that it’s
possible for us not to create a perfect world, but
one that’s a little more just, a little more fair, a
little better for our children. I continue to be-
lieve that.

Ms. Levi. My final question, Mr. President.
Much has been made about, obviously, your
historic victory and being the first African
American President. Can I ask you to share with
us that moment where the enormity of the his-
toric significance sort of hit you?

The President. I don’t think it still has hit me
yet.

Ms. Levi. Really?
The President. We were just talking about

how you broke some ground as a woman an-
chor, and I’m sure that’s not what you think
about every day. You think about, can I get this
story done? Am I performing in a way that
meets my standards?

And that’s how you feel when you’re in the
Presidency. I think you have a lot of responsibil-
ities and a lot of concerns, and each day you are
just trying to make sure that you are, A, doing
the best you can; B, making sure that you’re
making decisions for the right reason.

And I do think that there have been mo-
ments in the Presidency when I’m making a de-
cision about deploying young men and women
into the battlefield, or we’re making very conse-
quential decisions about the world economy,
where the answers are not always a hundred-
percent obvious, and you’re making judgment
calls, and it’s during those moments where you
are reminded that you can’t behave like a politi-
cian. You can’t put your finger out to the wind;
you can’t base your actions on polls. You have to
make a decision on what you think is right, and
then let history judge how you did.

Ms. Levi. Can you tell us what is the thing
you miss most about your life before the Presi-
dency?

The President. Taking walks. There is a value
to anonymity in terms of just being able to wan-
der around, sit on a park bench, take your kids
to get ice cream without having Secret Service
and helicopters over you. That part of this life
I’ll never get used to. In fact, I remember when
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I first visited Jerusalem, I could wander through
the Old City and haggle for some gifts to bring
back to Michelle or stand at the Wailing Wall
and people didn’t know who I was. And that is a
profound pleasure that is very hard to experi-
ence now. The last time—the second time I
went to the Wailing Wall, I put my prayer, and
somebody pulled it out, and the next thing I
know it was printed in the newspaper. 

Ms. Levi. Yes. [Laughter] 
The President. And that, I think, was——
Ms. Levi. We have to do our job. [Laughter]
The President. ——that was a pretty good

metaphor for the changes that you experience
as time goes on.

Ms. Levi. Indeed a change. Thank you so
much, Mr. President.

The President. Thank you. I enjoyed it. 
Ms. Levi. Thank you.
The President. Take care.

NOTE: The President spoke at 5:23 p.m. in the
Diplomatic Reception Room at the White
House. In his remarks, he referred to President
Mahmoud Abbas and Prime Minister Salam
Fayyad of the Palestinian Authority. Ms. Levi
referred to President Mahmud Ahmadi-nejad
of Iran. The transcript was released by the Of-
fice of the Press Secretary on July 8. 

Remarks at Smith Electric Vehicles in Kansas City, Missouri 
July 8, 2010

Hello, everybody. Good to see you. [Ap-
plause] You don’t need to do that. It’s good to
see you. Thank you very much. Thank you.
Thank you so much. Everybody have a seat.

Usually they announce me with some fancy
thing, and I think I messed up; I just walked out
here. [Laughter] So I hope you didn’t mind. But
on the way out, if you want, we can play the ruf-
fles and flourishes and all that.

I want to, before I start, acknowledge some
people who have just done a wonderful job for
this area, but also a wonderful job for the coun-
try: first of all, one of the best Governors that
we’ve got in the United States of America, Gov-
ernor Jay Nixon; one of my—not just my favor-
ite Senators, but one of my favorite people and
a great friend of mine who is fighting every day
for the people of Missouri, Senator Claire Mc-
Caskill. We’ve got two outstanding Members of
Congress, one from this side and one from that
side, Congressman Emanuel Cleaver and Con-
gressman Dennis Moore. And finally, I just
want to acknowledge all the wonderful people
at Smith Electric Vehicles and their energetic
and outstanding staff.

It is outstanding to be here, and I’m not go-
ing to take a long time. I just want to spend
some time shaking hands and thanking you
for the great work that you’ve done. I just had
a chance to get a tour and saw some of the

battery-powered trucks that you’re manufac-
turing. I had a chance to talk to some of the
folks who build them. But the reason I’m here
today is because at this plant you’re doing more
than just building new vehicles. You are helping
to fight our way through a vicious recession and
you are building the economy of America’s fu-
ture.

Now, it’s not easy. We’ve gone through as
bad a economic situation as we’ve had since the
Great Depression. And this recession was a cul-
mination of a decade of irresponsibility, a de-
cade that felt like a sledgehammer hitting mid-
dle class families. For the better part of 10
years, people have faced stagnant incomes, sky-
rocketing health care costs, skyrocketing tuition
costs, and declining economic security. And this
all came to a head in a massive financial crisis
that sent our economy into a freefall and cost 8
million American jobs, including many in this
community.

So it was in the middle of this crisis that my
administration walked through the door, and we
had to make some difficult decisions at a mo-
ment of maximum peril, to avoid a Great De-
pression, to make sure that we didn’t have a
complete meltdown in our financial system. It
was a moment when the markets were in tur-
moil and we were losing 750,000 jobs every
month.
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